[Cervical smears taken by physicians' assistants are of lesser quality than smears taken by family physicians, but almost as good as the national average].
To compare the quality of cervical smears taken by practice assistants with the quality of smears taken by general practitioners. Retrospective. Data were collected on the 1672 smears taken as part of the population screening for cervical cancer and recorded 13 general practices in Limburg in the year 1997. The results of smears taken by practice assistants were compared with those made by general practitioners with regard to the quality indicators 'presence of endocervical cells' and 'absence of Pap-o'. In 12.3% of the 481 cervical smears taken by the 17 practice assistants endocervical cells were absent. This is statistically significantly more than to the results (7.2%) in 1191 smears taken by the 22 general practitioners (relative risk: 1.70: 95% confidence interval: 1.23-2.70). Similar differences, but not statistically significant, were found with regard to Pap-o results and pathological findings. Most of the practice assistants had 1-2 years' experience. The proportion of smears made by practice assistants in which endocervical cells were lacking was reasonable compared with the average of 10% for the Netherlands as a whole. The cervical smears taken by practice assistants were of lower quality than those taken by the general practitioners but almost as good as the nationwide mean.